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century something less than half the males and about one-fourth of the females of
France were literate.4
When the Jesuit schools were closed in France by royal edict in 1764, and the
order was suppressed by the Pope from 1773 to 1814, this left an enormous gap in
French secondary education. Their schools were transferred to the Oratorians and
other teaching orders or simply stood vacant. Secondary education was, however,
available in the colleges of those universities which had Faculties of Arts. All told,
there were more than 70,000 students in some 500 colleges in France in the 1780s,
most of which were heavily classical, humanistic, and religious.
The philosophes proposed greater attention to practical and technical education
to prepare boys for a trade or a career in business and commerce, but the response by
the regular elementary and secondary schools was limited. A few trade schools and
schools for drawing and design did appear for the lower classes as well as military and
naval schools for the nobility. Some charity schools began to give some attention to
manual arts, but by and large the elementary and secondary schools were slow to take
up practical studies, a term usually intended to refer not only to the mechanical and
industrial arts but to such nonclassical studies as French history, language, and
literature, mathematics, science, geography, political economy, art, music, and physi-
cal education
The classical and humanistic bias also applied to the twenty-one universities
which boasted twenty-one faculties of law, eighteen faculties of medicine, eighteen
faculties of theology, and eighteen faculties of arts. They continued to be heavily
traditional in content and teaching. The College de France did embrace a wider range
of sciences, but the universities continued to be the preserves of conservative religious
groups backed by the Bourbon monarchy, which kept a watchful eye on their political
and social doctrines as well as their religious teachings.
Nevertheless, the modernizing needs of the nation for new professional and
technical training were being met by establishing separate institutions outside the
universities. All told there were more than seventy of these specialized schools prior to
the Revolution, ranging from engineering, mining, military and naval science, and
veterinary medicine to art and music. Chief among these was the School of Bridges and
Highways formalized by Turgot in 1775 and the School of Mines in 1778. These
advanced technical schools were major factors in building a competent corps of trained
manpower contributing to the nationalizing power of France. Much of the expertise
thus developed went into the revolutionary wars that kept France occupied—and
victorious—on the continent of Europe for some 25 years until the final defeat of
Napoleon in 1815.
This then was the educational situation under the ancien regime: charity schools
for the lower classes conducted by the teaching orders of the Catholic church and
private "little schools" available for a fee; classical secondary schools conducted by the
teaching orders of the church; technical schools for practical occupations supported by
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